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Responding to Grammar: An Analysis
of Writing-Teacher Preparation
Materials
Daliborka C. Padon
Thomas Nelson Community College
The purpose of the present study is to examine the resources for responding to
grammatical issues in student writing that are available to writing teachers. The
study analyzes two sets of data: (a) the position statements issued by the Conference on College Composition and Communication, the Council of Writing
Program Administrators, and the National Council of Teachers of English, and (b)
the best-selling writing-teacher preparation materials. The results are discussed
through the theoretical lens of communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) in order
to portray how the field of composition studies—as a community of practice—
models responding to linguistically diverse students, whether L1, L2, or international students. The results show that the expectations set by position statements
are not met by writing-teacher preparation materials. Thus, teachers are lacking
resources to know how to respond to students’ grammar rhetorically in the context
of writing. Based on these findings, I discuss implications for responding practices
and propose future avenues for research on preparing teachers to respond to student writing.
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After informally observing a few teachers’ responses to student writing,
comments along the lines of “this is an incomplete sentence,” “be mindful
of writing fluency issues,” and “revise for clarity” struck me as lacking: these sample comments do not testify to the progress composition
studies has made as a field when it comes to responding to grammar.
While clearly less cryptic than the infamous “awk” and “frag,” the aforementioned comments still leave plenty of room for students to wonder
about what the teacher meant. The comments are prescriptive and do
not provide any clues to students about the rhetorical considerations surrounding writing issues. These comments would instead be considered
arhetorical—they do not help the writer understand how and why a grammatical error affects the message, audience, or purpose of writing (e.g., it
confuses the reader/audience, it affects the writer’s ethos negatively due
to the expectations relating to standard English, etc.).We have come a
long way from the current-traditional approaches of addressing grammar in isolated drill exercises and instead recognize the need for treating
language issues rhetorically. While these rhetorical elements seem to be
the norm when responding to student ideas, comments about grammar
rarely cite rhetorical reasoning as a reason to change something.
Since the field of composition studies recognizes the need for treating
language issues rhetorically, the question that follows is whether this rhetorical awareness is mirrored in the variety of materials that prepare and
help teachers respond to their students. Hence, the present study examines how preparation materials create explicit and implicit standards that
might ultimately shape teachers’ response to grammar. The first part
of this paper provides an overview of studies on responding to student
writing in U.S. college composition classrooms. The second part of the
paper analyzes two sets of resources that writing teachers encounter when
developing their responding practices: (a) position statements issued
by the Conference on College Composition and Communication, the
Council of Writing Program Administrators, and the National Council
of Teachers of English, and (b) best-selling writing-teacher preparation materials. The paper concludes with a discussion of the effects that
these materials might have on writing-teacher preparation and on teachers’ responding practices.
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Literature Review
This literature review provides a brief overview of studies that portray three major areas of responding to student writing pertinent to the
present study: responding through a rhetorical lens, responding to grammatical error, and the responding philosophies and practices of teachers.
The majority of studies on writing response clearly suggest a rhetorical approach to responding to student writing. The seminal works on
responding to student writing by Brannon and Knoblauch (1982) and
Sommers (1982) proposed individual conferences or peer-group collaboration to discuss and negotiate students’ intentions versus the actual
results of their writing. These discussions, as Sommers (1982) proposed,
should differentiate between early drafts and final drafts. Teachers’
responses to early drafts should reflect their reactions as readers by “registering questions, reflecting befuddlement, and noting places where [they]
are puzzled about the meaning of the text” (Sommers, 1982, p. 155). Such
response would motivate “revision as discovery” (p. 156), where students learn how to develop their ideas and express them effectively. While
Sommers suggested reacting as readers to early drafts, it was not clear
from her research how teachers should react or comment to final drafts.
A study by Podis and Podis (1986) pointed out that the purpose behind
comments such as “‘Awk!’ ‘Frag.’ ‘Unity?’ ‘Coh.’” (p. 90) is only evaluating
a piece of writing instead of looking at each student draft as “useful stages
in the writer’s composing process” (p. 91). As opposed to Brannon and
Knoblauch (1982) and Sommers (1982), Podis and Podis (1986) claimed
that teachers’ responding practices were lagging behind the scholarship that called for rhetorical approaches. The authors addressed the
rhetoricity of sentence-level issues and contended that students who use
predominantly simple, short sentences in a report may be doing so not
because they have a “limited verbal ability or inadequate analytic power”
(p. 96) but because they believe that reporting should be as close as possible to the facts. The authors suggested explaining to such student writers
“what the audience’s demands and expectations really are” (p. 96) instead
of simply commenting on the length or style of a sentence.
These initial studies were followed by years of rich and systematic research on responding to student writing, through which scholars investigated teachers’ responding practices and the effectiveness of feedback,
Padon, D. C. (2019). Responding to grammar: An analysis of writing-teacher preparation
materials. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(2), 103—138.
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as well as students’ perceptions and use of feedback. The basic
premise, however, remained the same: Feedback should include
comments on how student drafts achieve various rhetorical purposes.
Studies that have focused on responding to grammatical error have
investigated issues such as what types of errors teachers recognize in student writing (see Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Greenbaum & Taylor,
1981; Lunsford & Lunsford, 2008) and how response to error depends on
social constructions (see Anson, 2000; Beason, 2001; Ferris, 2011).
While these studies looked at how teachers respond to error, they did
not investigate the effectiveness of teachers’ feedback. In fact, the
infamous report by Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer (1963)
seemed to satisfy compo-sition scholars with its conclusion that
addressing grammar in writing instruction is futile. After Braddock et
al. (1963), studies that addressed this topic came to similar conclusions
while investigating grammar in-struction methods reminiscent of
current-traditional approaches (see Bennet, 1976; O’Hare, 1973).
Aside from the fact that these studies were conducted over 30 years ago,
they did not consider responding to gram-matical issues rhetorically.
One project that continued research on responding to grammatical issues was conducted by Ferris, Pezone, Tade, and Tinti
(1997), who analyzed how teachers respond to drafts of advanced ESL
university students. The findings indicated that teachers’ comments
were vague and generic because the field’s suggestions for responding were vague and generic. Further research by Ferris and Roberts
(2001) investigated how explicit error feedback should be in order
to be effective for L2 students. The authors found that code-marking and underlining had a significantly higher effect in student editing
than no feedback at all, though the study still relied on outdated methods of responding that were not focused on the rhetorical effects of
errors. Instead of looking at errors as deviations within the confinements
of one language (the dominant English variety), Christensen (2003)
hinted at discourse communities and genres by proposing that teachers
create “study groups to analyze the patterns of errors their students bring
to class” (p. 9). This idea considers how students’ home languages are reflected in students’ writing in English, but responding to grammar was
Padon, D. C. (2019). Responding to grammar: An analysis of writing-teacher preparation
materials. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(2), 103—138.
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still not discussed in terms of rhetorical considerations and can only
be implied or assumed. On the other hand, Medzerian (2010) addressed
one of the canons of rhetoric (style) in her study and argued that stylistic choices are often perceived as choices of form that are separated from
meaning. As Medzerian (2010) pointed out, issues of style can be discussed
in terms of accidental lapses in packaging—or as Sommers (1982) called
them, “accidents of discourse” (p. 150). These accidents cause writers to
have “little control . . . resulting in an arhetorical construction of style”
(Medzerian, 2010, p. 196). Although style and grammatical errors are
not the same, they both relate to the form that writing takes, and they
are both heavily influenced by our expectations as readers and writing teachers. Such dichotomous perceptions of form versus meaning, of
local versus global comments, show that students (and more than likely,
teachers as well) are affected by a lack of critical language awareness about
grammatical issues.
One common trait that these studies have exposed is the tension between teachers’ beliefs, practices, and preparations for responding to error
(and style, if we categorize it as an accidental lapse in discourse). For example, Ferris (2014) found that there was a consensus between teachers’
beliefs and practices when responding to global issues, but there were
discrepancies between beliefs and practices when responding to local
issues. As Ferris (2014) explained, teachers believed they were responding to local issues by modeling clarity and marking patterns of errors,
but their practices exposed that they used mainly indirect correction by
underlining or circling errors (pp. 16–20). These results share similar
tendencies as the previous studies: Teachers seem uncertain about how
to approach responding to grammatical errors. The reasons for such uncertainties can perhaps be found in how teachers have been prepared to
respond to student writing. Authors such as Odell (1989), Anson (2000),
and Ferris (2014) suggested that when responding to error, teachers are
influenced not only by “values, needs, [and] past experiences” (Odell,
1989, p. 224) but also by “cultural, institutional, disciplinary, departmental, and personal standards” (Anson, 1999, p. 308). A consensus
among these scholars seems to be that teachers’ knowledge of both
general responding practices and specific linguistic subject knowledge
Padon, D. C. (2019). Responding to grammar: An analysis of writing-teacher preparation
materials. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(2), 103—138.
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is of utmost importance for effective response to students’ errors. Not
all writing teachers, however, agree with this consensus. In fact, Matsuda
(2012) described how “one of the senior members of the field expressed
his reluctance to address language issues, proclaiming that he was ‘a compositionist, not a linguist’” (p. 147)—thus implying that teaching composition is separate from teaching the use of linguistic devices in composing.
At the same time, certain teachers may attribute up to 20% of students’
essay grades to grammatical issues (see Reid & Kroll, 1995, p. 268). This
unbalanced focus on ideas in comparison to grammatical issues can
therefore result in a neglect of teaching students the strategies they need
in order to edit their writing and express their ideas clearly. Even though
this neglect can happen, only one study has looked at how teachers have
been prepared to respond to students: Ferris, Brown, Liu, and Stine (2011)
examined writing teachers from a mixed L1 and L2 teaching environment
according to their preparation, experience, beliefs, and practices regarding responding. Their extensive analysis of surveys, interviews, and
responding practices established four emerging categories of teachers:
those who are unaware of L2 students’ needs, those who focus primarily
on L2 writers’ errors, those who are unsure of how to help L2 writers, and
those who are responsive to L2 writers’ needs (pp. 219–222). The authors
found that most participating teachers “ha[d] not had any substantive
formal training in working with L2 writers” (p. 223)—perhaps a reason
why their feedback to L2 writers, as well as their attitudes to feedback,
exhibited very different tendencies. Though invaluable, it seems that the
aforementioned contributions by Ferris et al. (2011) have not found their
way into mainstream composition studies.
This brief review confirms that teaching composition involves much
more than simply finding effective teaching or responding methods. It
involves a deep understanding of the ideologies that have shaped the field
historically as well as an understanding of the ideologies in the current
period. A few studies from this literature review signaled significant dichotomies between responding to global issues rhetorically and responding to local issues arhetorically, thus leading to discrepancies between
teachers’ beliefs and practices. However, little research has been done
to investigate what causes these discrepancies or why teachers respond
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the way they do. Thus, the purpose of this study is to investigate the factors that contribute to the ideologies that guide teachers’ practices when
responding to grammatical errors. The study addresses the following research questions:
1. How does the community of composition studies define the goals and
conditions of responding to student writing?
2. What types of roles and relationships are expected from teachers when
engaging in responding to students?
3. Which routines, concepts, tools, and discourses has the composition
community adopted in the practice of responding to student writers?
Methods
Theoretical Framework
This study was guided by the theoretical framework of communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Wenger-Trayner &
Wenger-Trayner, 2015). According to Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory,
learning happens in “an activity system about which participants share
understandings concerning what they are doing and what that means in
their lives and for their communities” (p. 98). With regard to responding
to students, writing teachers share assumptions about what responding
means and what it entails based on a variety of communities of practice
(CoP) that are constructed through position statements, teacher preparation materials, and local writing-teacher preparation programs. The
theory of CoP provides a lens for looking at the “shared histories of learning” (Wenger, 1998, p. 86, original emphasis) that portray how responding to student writing is affected by teachers’ enculturation into CoP,
and it provides theoretical guidelines for analyzing the relationships
between response, community, and learning. These histories, according
to Wenger (1998), are “histories of mutual engagement, negotiation of an
enterprise, and development of a shared repertoire” (p. 95). Mutual engagement relates to the interactions, roles, and relationships within CoP;
joint enterprise shows the goals, conditions, and evolution of the CoP;
and shared repertoire consists of routines, concepts, or discourses that a
Padon, D. C. (2019). Responding to grammar: An analysis of writing-teacher preparation
materials. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(2), 103—138.
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specific community has adopted through time (Wenger, 1998, pp. 73–84).
The CoP framework, then, offers a lens for describing the general contexts
that affect how a community is formed and how learning in this community happens. Observations of the CoP for writing teachers were guided
by the research questions in relation to the CoP dimensions as presented
in Table 1.
Table 1
CoP Dimensions Guiding the Observations
CoP dimensions (Wenger, 1998) Questions guiding the observations
Joint enterprise
Purpose of practice
Evolution of practice

What is the purpose of the responding practice
in the community? How is it determined? How is
it expressed? What are the conflicting interpretations of the enterprise?

Mutual engagement
Engagement
Participation
Roles

How can one engage in the responding practice? What helps and what hinders the practice?
What is the role of teachers? What is the role of
students?

Shared repertoire
Routines
Tools
Discourses

Which routines, concepts, tools, and discourses
are used to give meaning to this community?

Data Collection
The starting point of my examination was a review of various position statements issued by the Conference on College Composition and
Communication (CCCC), the Council of Writing Program Administrators
(WPA), and the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE). These
organizations shape the field of composition studies with nationwide
events, membership information, and publications such as position
statements on teaching college composition. I accessed these statements
through each organization’s website during spring 2015 and included the
following selection in this study:
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CCCC statements
• Students’ right to their own language (SRTOL) (1974)
• Position statement on the preparation and professional development of teachers of writing (1982)
• Principles for the postsecondary teaching of writing (2013)
• Statement on second language writing and writers (2014)
WPA statements
• Framework for success in postsecondary writing (2011)
• WPA outcomes statement for first-year composition (2014)
NCTE statements
• Guideline on the essentials of English (1982)1
• Resolution on grammar exercises to teach speaking and writing
(1985)
• Expanding opportunities: Academic success for culturally and
linguistically diverse students (1986)2
• Resolution on language study (1994)
• Beliefs about the teaching of writing (2004)3
• Position paper on the role of English teachers in educating English
language learners (ELLs) (2006)
• Standards for the English language arts (2012)
A few of these statements may seem outdated since they are 30–40
years old. The rationale for their inclusion is thus: though some updated,
newer versions exist of these statements, they were not updated soon
enough to influence the publication of new teaching materials before this
study took place (e.g., the “Position statement on the preparation and professional development of teachers of writing” from 1982 was updated in
November 2015, not yet influencing the examined materials at the time
of the study).
The examined materials also included best-selling writing preparation materials found through NCTE (ncte.org) and Amazon
1 NCTE’s “Guideline on the essentials of English” (1982) was removed from the NCTE’s website after this
study was conducted in 2015.
2 NCTE’s “Expanding opportunities: Academic success for culturally and linguistically diverse students”
(1986) was removed from the NCTE’s website after this study was conducted in 2015.
3 NCTE’s “Beliefs about the teaching of writing” (2004) was removed from the NCTE’s website after this
study was conducted in 2015.

Padon, D. C. (2019). Responding to grammar: An analysis of writing-teacher preparation
materials. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(2), 103—138.
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(amazon.com). Search strings targeted two categories of materials: general
books on teaching college writing and specific books on responding to
student writing. The first criterion was to sort the results by “best-selling.”
While Amazon offers this option, NCTE does not. NCTE does, however,
offer the option of navigating to its best seller list through Resources >
Books > Bestsellers. Once in the bestsellers section, I was able to browse by
“college” level. The results included a variety of books, journals, and webinars that did not apply to this study, so I filtered the results further with
the same keywords as in the Amazon search strings. Unfortunately, the
keyword search through NCTE’s bestsellers section constantly resulted in
an error message. Therefore, I filtered the results through the “category”
option and limited the results to books, thus leaving out journals and webinars. The results included books on code-meshing, fiction, and creative
nonfiction. Three books related specifically to college composition. I conducted the search on May 31, 2015, and the NCTE results were as follows:
•

Sullivan, P., Tinberg, H., & Blau, S. (2006). What is “college-level”
writing? Volume 2: Assignments, readings, and student writing
samples. Urbana, IL: NCTE.
• Villanueva, V., & Arola, K. L. (Eds.). (2011). Cross-talk in comp
theory: A reader. Urbana, IL: NCTE.
• Roen, D., Pantoja, V., Yena, L., Miller, S., & Waggoner, E.
(Eds.). (2002). Strategies for teaching first-year
composition. Urbana, IL: NCTE.
As for Amazon, after the first criterion of sorting results by “best-selling,” the second criterion was to limit the selection of materials to the
first three best-selling books in each category (general books on teaching
college writing and specific books on responding to student writing); however, if a certain book consistently appeared in the first 10 search results,
that book was also selected for review. The third criterion was to select
materials that target college writing teachers since they were the focus of
this study; hence, the materials that target WPAs or K–12 students were
discarded. The best-selling materials on responding to L2/ESL students
in college composition were excluded from the study since they rarely (if
ever) are mentioned in the literature on college composition. Thus, they
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cannot be assumed to be a part of the curriculum of college composition
teacher preparation programs. I conducted the search on May 31, 2015,
and the final selection from Amazon was:
• Sommers, N. (2013). Responding to student writers. Boston, MA:
Bedford/St. Martin’s.
• Straub, R. (Ed.). (1999). A sourcebook for responding to student
writing. Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press.
• White, E. M. (2006). Assigning, responding, evaluating: A writing
teacher’s guide (4th ed.). Boston, MA: Bedford/St. Martin’s.
Data Analysis
This study utilized a mixed-methods approach, thus including both
quantitative and qualitative research methods that followed concurrent
and transformative procedures (Creswell, 2003, p. 16). The concurrent
procedures are reflected in the qualitative and quantitative analysis of the
position statements and the writing-teacher preparation materials, while
the transformative procedures are reflected in the use of the theoretical
lens of CoP. I conducted a qualitative content analysis of what appeared
to be the most common texts used to prepare college writing teachers.
The goal of qualitative content analysis is to “systematically describe the
meaning” of the analyzed materials (Schreier, in Cho & Lee, 2014, p. 5)
by following a linear procedure that can use a deductive or an inductive
approach, or a combination of both (Cho & Lee, 2014, p. 4). This analysis
followed the inductive approach because there are no other studies (to
my knowledge) that have analyzed the discourses of teacher preparation
materials. After collecting all the materials, I carefully examined these
sources, identified substantiated stories, and wrote narratives with thick
descriptions and specific examples. I uploaded the narratives into QDA
Miner Lite, which is the free version of a computer-assisted qualitative
analysis software. The software allows users to code and categorize data,
as well as to analyze the frequency of observed themes. The second step
in the coding process was identifying units of analysis. The coding unit in
qualitative content analysis is a theme that can arise from single words,
phrases, or larger units (Minichiello, in Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).
Hence, the initial (open) coding was based on observations that emerged
Padon, D. C. (2019). Responding to grammar: An analysis of writing-teacher preparation
materials. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(2), 103—138.
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from the examined materials, whether from specific words or from ideas
that were expressed in larger chunks of text. Following the preliminary
coding, categories and coding schemes were developed to code the remaining text. The data was constantly being checked for consistency, and
the codes and categories were revised as necessary. The data was recoded
based on these revisions in order to ensure coding consistency (Weber,
in Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009, p. 311). Finally, the frequencies of the recurring themes were examined to draw conclusions from the data. This
step helped in “identifying relationships between categories, uncovering
patterns, and testing categories against the full range of data” (Bradley,
in Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009, p. 312). Such approach to data analysis
contributed to the researcher’s understanding of the philosophies and
practices that the composition studies’ CoP offers to teachers. It also assisted the researcher in the formation of hypotheses about how available
sources (provided or adopted by the CoP) might assist teachers in guiding
students through their writing assignments.
Results
The CCCC, WPA, and NCTE position statements and the best-selling writing-teacher preparation materials revealed four major categories relating to grammar: (a) attitudes toward grammar; (b) expectations
relating to students’ learning; (c) expectations relating to teaching; and (d)
expectations relating to teachers’ knowledge. In addition, the best-selling writing-teacher preparation materials revealed three major categories
that are specific to responding to students: (1) content, (2) focus, and (3)
linguistic features of response. Within each of these categories, the data
showed certain patterns or recurring themes that are summarized in Table
2 and are discussed in detail further.
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Table 2
Summary of Recurring Themes
Categories

Themes

Sources

Attitudes toward
grammar

Grammatical proficiency
matters

CCCC, WPA, and NCTE
position statements

Responding to grammatical
proficiency is irrelevant

Best-selling writing-teacher
preparation materials

Students need to demonstrate
grammatical proficiency

Best-selling writing-teacher
preparation materials

Grammar needs to be
addressed rhetorically

CCCC, WPA, and NCTE
position statements

Grammar does not need to be
addressed

Best-selling writing-teacher
preparation materials

Knowledge on rhetorical
grammar and applied
linguistics is needed

CCCC, WPA, and NCTE
position statements

Teaching
expectations

Teacher knowledge

Teacher knowledge is assumed Best-selling writing-teacher
preparation materials
Content of response

Foster student autonomy

Best-selling writing-teacher
preparation materials

Focus of response

Disregard grammatical
proficiency

Best-selling writing-teacher
preparation materials

Linguistic features of
response

Grammar does not need to be
addressed rhetorically

Best-selling writing-teacher
preparation materials

Attitudes Toward Grammar
The two most frequent codes involving grammar in the CCCC,
WPA, and NCTE position statements were grammar awareness helps students communicate clearly (n=9) and conventions depend on the rhetorical
Padon, D. C. (2019). Responding to grammar: An analysis of writing-teacher preparation
materials. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(2), 103—138.
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situation (n=6). Examples of these codes can be found in NCTE (1982),
which stated that “precision in punctuation, capitalization, spelling, and
other elements of manuscript form is a part of the total effectiveness of
writing,” and students should “recognize how context—topic, purpose,
audience—influences the structure and use of language.” As Figure 1
shows, the remaining codes confirm this attitude.

Figure 1. Attitudes toward grammar in CCCC, WPA, and NCTE
position statements.
As opposed to the attitudes toward grammar in the position statements, the teacher preparation materials paint quite a different picture. In
fact, the most frequent attitude was that conventions are marginal (n=13).
For example, Elbow (1999) suggested that teachers should let students express themselves without worrying about correctness, while White (2006)
contended that “one’s own sentences are designed to carry meaning for
a purpose and an audience, not merely to be correct” (p. 16). Figure 2
illustrates how grammar and conventions are viewed in the best-selling
writing-teacher preparation materials.
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Figure 2. Attitudes toward grammar in writing-teacher preparation
materials.
Although the position statements and the preparation materials seem
to agree that conventions depend on the rhetorical situation, the main tendencies in attitudes show clear contradictions between the two sources.
Based on these contradictions, the position statements represented the
theme grammar matters within the teachers’ CoP, while the materials contributed the theme grammar is irrelevant.
Expectations Relating to Students’ Learning
The position statements support both the expectation that students should recognize the connections between rhetoric and grammar
(n=4) and that students need to continue developing grammatical knowledge (n=4). The following quotations exhibit these ideas in the position
statements: Students should “become aware how grammar represents
the orderliness of language and makes meaningful communication possible” (NCTE, 1982) and should “develop knowledge of linguistic structures, including grammar, punctuation, and spelling, through practice in
composing and revising” (WPA, 2014). As for the preparation materials,
the only books that mention grammar are the books on evaluating and
assessing student writing. Thus, students are expected to demonstrate
grammatical accuracy in their papers (n=5) but not necessarily learn it
in first-year writing (FYW) classes. For example, Sullivan (in Sullivan,
Padon, D. C. (2019). Responding to grammar: An analysis of writing-teacher preparation
materials. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(2), 103—138.
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Tinberg, & Blau, 2006) stated that college-level students should demonstrate “the ability to follow the standard rules of grammar, punctuation,
and spelling” (p. 17). Figure 3 portrays what students are expected to learn
in FYW classes:

Figure 3. Attitudes toward grammar in writing-teacher preparation
materials.
In terms of what students are expected to learn in FYW, the position
statements contribute the theme of students need to continue learning
grammar to the teachers’ CoP, while the preparation materials mainly signal that students need to demonstrate grammatical proficiency.
Expectations Relating to Teaching
The position statements strongly suggest that teachers teach grammar
in the context of writing (n=8) and that teaching conventions matters
(n=6). For example, the idea that teaching conventions matters is represented by WPA (2011): Writing teachers should provide “the formal
and informal guidelines that define what is considered to be correct and
appropriate, or incorrect and inappropriate, in a piece of writing.” As
Figure 4 shows, these ideas are countered by the opposite sentiments no
teaching—student responsible (n=2) and teaching conventions is irrelevant (n=2). One example of the no teaching—student responsible code
is implied by CCCC (2014), which stated that teachers should “prioritize
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two or three mechanical or stylistic issues that individual second language
writers should focus on throughout the duration of the course” (emphasis
mine). Although this example asked teachers to point out the issues to
students, teachers are responsible only for pointing them out; the students
are responsible for solving or improving those issues on their own.

Figure 4. Teaching expectations for grammar according to CCCC, WPA,
and NCTE position statements.
From the information in the teacher preparation materials, it is clear
that teachers are not expected to address grammatical issues or teach
editing. The top two codes relating to grammar were students are responsible (n=10) for their own learning and teaching conventions is irrelevant
(n=9), while the least frequent code was teach editing (n=1). An example
of students are responsible was the suggestion of having a teacher use a
“tick mark in the margin next to the line where the error occurs. Leave it
up to the student to locate and correct the error” (Straub, in Roen et al.,
2002, p. 361). Coincidently, later on the same author added—in parenthesis—the option of taking 15 minutes of class time to workshop the
process of locating and correcting these errors, which was the one occurrence of text that suggested teaching editing.

Padon, D. C. (2019). Responding to grammar: An analysis of writing-teacher preparation
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Figure 5. Teaching expectations for grammar according to writingteacher preparation materials.
The preparation materials did not deny that grammatical proficiency
matters. Instead, they suggested that frequent writing is enough (n=3) to
improve fluency and that students can seek help from the writing center
(n=2). With the frequency of these codes in mind, the position statements
contribute the theme of grammar needs to be addressed rhetorically to the
teachers’ CoP, while the materials mainly signal that grammar does not
need to be addressed.
Expectations Relating to Teachers’ Knowledge
The position statements held a high number of expectations about
teachers’ knowledge—areas of expertise were mentioned explicitly 12 times,
and one implicit area where knowledge was assumed also occurred (see
Figure 6). Teachers are expected to know linguistic terminology (n=4), techniques for teaching editing (n=4), and conventions and rhetoric (n=4). For
example, CCCC (1974) stated, “All English teachers should, as a minimum,
know the principles of modern linguistics [including] syntax, grammar
and usage”; NCTE/CEE (2004) pointed out, “Teachers should be familiar
with techniques for teaching editing and encouraging reflective knowledge about editing conventions”; and the “WPA Framework” (2011) said
that writing teachers should provide to students “the formal and informal
guidelines that define what is considered to be correct and appropriate,
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or incorrect and inappropriate, in a piece of writing.” The one peculiar
occurrence of knowledge assumed was based on the observation that even
though WPA describes its membership as “a national association of college and university faculty with professional interests in directing writing
programs,” it does not have any position statements on what teachers are
expected to know in order to teach writing (WPA, 2014).

Figure 6. Needed areas of teachers’ knowledge according to CCCC,
WPA, and NCTE.
Teacher preparation materials again paint a different picture. While
two texts called upon teachers to have a knowledge of conventions and
rhetoric, most occurrences showed that knowledge about rhetorical grammar and applied linguistics is assumed (n=13). Other types of knowledge regarding language were not addressed at all (see Figure 7). None of
the preparation materials provided directions for teachers about where
to find support for their approaches to grammatical issues—a fact that
supports the coding of so many texts as knowledge is assumed. For example, both Straub (in Roen et al., 2002) and White (2006) suggested workshopping grammatical issues in class, but neither author offered resources
that teachers could use in order to address these issues. Sommers (2013)
suggested that knowledge is not necessary since minimal marking helps
students “become their own copy editors” (p. 32). In other cases, teachers
were advised to provide generic summative comments such as, “Be sure
Padon, D. C. (2019). Responding to grammar: An analysis of writing-teacher preparation
materials. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(2), 103—138.

122 • Daliborka C. Padon

to clean up the copy after you revise so that readers will be able to understand and respect what you have to say” (White, 2006, p. 54).

Figure 7. Needed areas of teachers’ knowledge according to writingteacher preparation materials.
There is clearly a wide gap between what the position statements
suggested teachers should know and what knowledge the preparation
materials contribute. The preparation materials assume teachers are
already knowledgeable about grammar (and rhetorical approaches to
grammar), but it is not clear how this knowledge was supposed to be acquired. Based on these facts, the position statements contribute the theme
of knowledge on rhetorical grammar and applied linguistics is needed to
the teachers’ CoP, while the materials mainly signal that teachers’ knowledge is assumed.
The analysis of the position statements and the preparation materials also revealed three major categories in the preparation materials that
were specific to responding practices: (a) content, (b) focus, and (c) linguistic features of responses.
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Content of Responses
The writing-teacher preparation materials frequently suggested considering both student intentions (n=3) and creating a relationship between
the classroom and responding (n=3). For example, Sommers (2013) and
White (2006) pointed out the importance of not appropriating students’
texts. Teachers should pay attention to students’ intentions before suggesting revisions based on a reader’s point of view. Teachers should also
create a relationship between classroom practices and responding practices since “responding to student writers is a conversation that begins in
the classroom” (Sommers, 2013, p. 1). As seen in Figure 8, these preparation materials also suggested fostering critical thinking, avoiding appropriation, and avoiding fixing student errors.

Figure 8. Suggested response content in writing-teacher preparation
materials.
Grammatical proficiency is only briefly referred to in the suggestion
that fell under the avoid fixing student mistakes code. This comment suggested that writing centers should “help students grow as writers, instead
of merely showing them how to ‘fix’ their sentences” (Shannon, in Roen et
al., 2002, p. 369). The expression “fixing sentences” is a term that quickly
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brings to mind current-traditional approaches to writing, and thus it is
easy to assume that the author was referring to growing in terms of idea
development, not in terms of grammar. Based on these examples, foster
student autonomy was selected as one of the themes that these materials
bring to the teachers’ CoP.
Focus of Response
The preparation materials suggested that teachers should focus
their responses on ideas first (n=10) and grammar last (n=8). However,
some suggested to ignore grammar (n=6). For example, White (2006)
emphasized focusing “on the conception and organization of the paper”
and not on editing, hence there is no need “to worry about mechanics”
(p. 54). Straub (1999) stated, “There are, of course, one or two spots where
I’d like to see you tighten up your sentence structure, but, quite frankly, I
don’t want to deal with them now” (p. 68). A rare exception that suggested
focusing on errors that impede communication came from Sommers
(2013), who recommended responding to errors that “impede communication” (p. 31) and advised to use minimal marking. Figure 9 shows how
writing-teacher preparation materials focused their advice on responding
to students.

Figure 9. Suggested focus of instructor response in writing-teacher
preparation materials.
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Disregard grammatical proficiency was chosen as the theme to represent the sentiments that these materials bring to the teachers’ CoP.
Linguistic Features of Response
The linguistic features of teacher responses have a strong tendency
toward generic responses (n=14) and arhetorical comments (n=13) that
could be applied to any text and that do not provide an explanation as
to why a certain sentence is problematic. The generic and arhetorical
nature of these responses is mainly evident from the materials’ lack of
sample comments that model responding to students. Instead, most
models simply suggested to take time in class to discuss these problems
(White, 2006, p. 16)—without modelling how to do it; to use minimal
marking by pointing out patterns of errors (Sommers, 2013, p. 32); and
to evaluate student writing based on “superior control of diction, syntactic variety, and transition” (White, in Sullivan, Tinberg, & Blau, 2006,
p. 249). Straub (1999), who suggested more specific models of responding to grammatical issues, offered example comments such as, “Maybe
omit? Do you see why?” (p. 87) or “This, by the way, isn’t a sentence”
(p. 91). While these types of comments expose grammatical issues, they
do not explain why or how such issues affect the audience or purpose.
Figure 10 illustrates the tendencies of sample comments that are generic
and arhetorical.
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Figure 10. Suggested linguistic features of teacher responses in writingteacher preparation materials.
The entries in the less frequent rhetorical comments category (n=3)
often only hinted at why grammatical issues might be concerning (e.g.,
“so that readers will be able to understand and respect what you have
to say” [White, 2006, p. 54]). It was an absolute rarity to find comments
specific to the text in the preparation materials that also explained why a
sentence was problematic. One such comment came from Straub (1999):
Your phrase, “starting slow, then fast, then slow, and then fast again,” seems like conversational shorthand. . . . At any rate, the way you have your sentence structured
now makes it very hard to see what the subject is for the verb “would leave.” (p. 95)

Based on these examples (or lack thereof), I selected the idea grammar does not need to be addressed rhetorically as one of the main themes to
add to the teachers’ CoP from the preparation materials.
Discussion
The recurring themes that emerged from the data indicate how the
field approaches the strategies that teachers should use when responding
to grammar. The expectations of the field (portrayed through the CCCC,
WPA, and NCTE position statements) and suggested practices (portrayed
through the best-selling writing-teacher preparation materials) bring up
conflicting views of how teachers should respond to grammar. According
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to the CoP joint enterprise dimension, the purpose of responding to
grammar is to help students express and develop their ideas, not to improve grammatical proficiency (see the previous discussion on the theme
disregard grammatical proficiency from the writing-teacher preparation materials). This goal seems to have been determined by the process
pedagogies following Braddock et al.’s (1963) advice to not respond to
grammatical issues. In fact, most teacher preparation materials suggest
that grammatical issues should be addressed only at the end of the writing process. These models provide minimal resources on responding to
grammar and do not consider the latest findings on addressing language
issues rhetorically and in context (see previous discussion about grammar does not need to be addressed rhetorically from the writing-teacher
preparation materials). The examined books show that the evolution of
responding practices—as they are discussed in writing-teacher preparation materials—has been stagnant within the composition community for
the past 40–50 years, thus limiting the teachers’ resources for responding
to grammar based on outdated research. At the same time, the recurring
themes call for students to demonstrate grammatical proficiency, even
if writing teachers do not necessarily need to teach it, thus contradicting
what is valued in a piece of writing.
The CoP dimension of mutual engagement indicates that the interactions, roles, and relationships within the CoP do not expect teachers
to engage in responding to grammar. The common recurring themes
that signal such disengagement are responding to grammar is irrelevant
or grammar does not need to be addressed, as evident from the writing
teacher preparation materials. Conversely, the CCCC, WPA, and NCTE
standards remind us that, since addressing grammar in isolation hinders
improvement, grammar feedback needs to be attended to rhetorically and
in context (as in the theme grammar needs to be addressed rhetorically).
Despite these standards, the preparation materials seem to suggest that
teachers and students participate in the activity of improving grammar
in two mutually exclusive roles: the teachers’ role is to foster student
autonomy while the students’ role is to develop and demonstrate grammatical proficiency (as in foster student autonomy and students need to
demonstrate grammatical proficiency from the writing-teacher preparation
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materials or as in students need to continue learning grammar from
CCCC, WPA, and NCTE position statements). The examined materials
place the burden of deciphering grammatical issues on students by asking teachers to model generic responses, such as adding a “tick” in the
line where the error occurs or providing summative comments to clean
up the final copy (White, 2006, p. 54; Straub, 1999, p. 68). With marginal
and generic comments such as the ones portrayed here, students may
learn that editing is a process that serves only the purpose of evacuating
imperfections.
The CoP dimension of shared repertoire looks at the routines, tools,
or discourses that a community has adopted through time. The recurring themes in the CCCC, WPA, and NCTE position statements
show that teachers should have knowledge on rhetorical grammar and
applied linguistics. In contrast, the preparation materials reflect that
teacher knowledge is assumed and that grammar does not need to be addressed. In fact, all teacher preparation materials focus on how to respond
to ideas. Additionally, they specify that grammatical issues should not
bother the teacher or the student until the student’s ideas are completely
shaped. While focusing on ideas first and grammar last is not problematic per se, the problem is that the teacher preparation materials do not
provide a model (or a tool) to address grammatical issues once those
ideas are shaped; the only thing they suggest is to include grammatical
proficiency on the assessment rubric. The most common advice they give
is for teachers to advise students to visit the writing center. By doing this,
however, teachers are signaling to their students that editing is not worth
their time—that these marginal issues can be addressed by outside experts or consultants—and are thus not a part of the construction of persuasive ideas during the writer’s process. Beason (1993) countered this
sentiment by stating that:
Revisions operating below the global level—despite the somewhat trivializing labels of surface-level or micro-structure revisions—are often cognitively demanding
as well. It is, for instance, no small task for a writer to decide which of the thousands
of combinations of words and sentences offer the most fitting syntax for a given
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audience. Perhaps researchers might investigate whether non-global revisions can
indeed engage the writer in meaningful inquiry. (p. 416)

To illustrate the author’s idea, consider the example of a student who
can put together grammatically perfect English sentences but overall uses
short and choppy sentences. The issue here is not grammatical per se;
instead, the student most likely has not mastered complex thinking yet,
which, in turn, is reflected in lacking complex sentences. As the student
develops more complex thinking in college, she will try to use it in her
writing but may exhibit issues with clarity, comma splices, and other “mechanical” attributes. The student may not be able to use coordination and
subordination effectively, both in terms of grammatical structures and
in terms of critical/complex thinking. At the same time, teachers may
feel helpless when trying to address these issues because they have not
been prepared to look at deeper issues behind “poor English”—they have
been inculcated with the idea of “surface errors” when most errors may not
be surface at all. A comma splice is not always simply a missing comma—
it can indicate that the student is not able to distinguish between two
genres (spoken and written) or between the end and the beginning of a
sentence. Yet, teachers may not have been educated to understand where
the so-called surface errors originate from or how to address them rhetorically. Perhaps the lack of such awareness is the reason for claims that
“grammar correction has no place in writing courses and should be abandoned” (Truscott, 1996, p. 328) because it is not effective (see also Bennet,
1976; Braddock et al., 1963; and O’Hare, 1973). Although Beason (1993)
opened an interesting question that challenged the field’s attitudes toward
local comments and revision, research on how nonglobal revisions could
engage writers in meaningful inquiry has yet to come.
Conclusion
The observations in this study are based on a limited number of
sources due to space, time, and labor constraints. In order to provide a
deeper view of the forces that guide teachers’ responses to grammar, it
would be necessary to conduct empirical studies that examine specific
writing-teacher preparation programs in their entirety and thus include
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not only writing-teacher preparation materials but also materials and
activities used in specific writing programs prior to and during a semester. Despite these limitations, the results of this study demonstrate that
the field of composition studies is undecided about addressing students’
grammatical proficiency. On the one hand, grammatical proficiency clearly
matters since students need to continue developing grammatical prowess
and teachers grade grammar in students’ final drafts. On the other hand, it
appears to be irrelevant since preparation materials do not provide models that instruct teachers how to respond to grammatical errors, especially
through a rhetorical lens. The process of defining a CoP is to look for a
consensus in the practices of that community. According to this study’s
data, however, the community of composition studies lacks such consensus about responding to grammar, other than the view that grammatical
issues will eventually disappear naturally through intensive and frequent
writing. While frequent writing might indeed help students become better
writers, additional research is necessary to confirm this hypothesis more
conclusively. The results of this study show that the shift from product
ideologies to process ideologies in the field has caused a shift from one
extreme (where the focus is almost strictly on grammatically sound products) to another extreme (where the focus is almost strictly on idea development). To avoid such extremes and to reach a stronger consensus, the
preparation materials should be better aligned with the expectations from
the position statements as well as with new findings on language and writing, where responding to grammar is not a question of mere mechanical
correctness but of developing student awareness of how linguistic structures affect idea development (as mentioned earlier by Beason, 1993) as
well as how they affect various rhetorical purposes (e.g., Matsuda, 2006;
Roberge, Siegal, & Harklau, 2009). One of the latest progressive methods
of developing linguistic awareness comes from scholars who propose a
translingual approach that views linguistic heterogeneity as “a resource
for producing meaning in writing, speaking, reading, and listening . . . as
resources to be preserved, developed and utilized. Rather than respond
to language differences only in terms of rights, it sees them as resources”
(Horner, Lu, Royster, & Trimbur, 2011, pp. 303–304). However, when it
comes to students who are generally labeled as native English speakers,
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the assumptions seem to be such that these students do not need explicit
attention or instruction for developing their linguistic awareness or for
improving their grammatical proficiency because they will acquire it
naturally through frequent writing. These assumptions often rely on
scholarship from 30 or more years ago when the college composition
classroom was less diverse (or perhaps less accepting of diversity)—both
in terms of linguistic diversity and in terms of the purpose of writing.
Since then, the term native English speaker itself has been redefined and
has perhaps increased the gap between writing in general (for social purposes) and writing for specific purposes (e.g., academic and professional).
Although these specific purposes may be criticized for their conventions
that perpetuate the relationships of power, and although the ability or
opportunity for translingual negotiations and choices is a noble one (and
realistic and necessary, too), power relations and the need for acculturation are not constructs of the writing classroom; therefore, students still
need to adhere to the expectations of the world outside of the writing classroom (other academia and the workplace). As Krauthamer (1999) put it,
“spelling, verb forms, or diction are the target of criticism” by the public
(p. 119), so adhering to these conventions means fullfilling the expectations of specific audiences. If students are to become sophisticated writers,
then, they need to continuously inquire about how their academic and
professional writing is affected by these expectations, where these expectations originate from, and when they can bend or challenge these
expectations without damaging their own credibility.
A crucial element in this inquiry is the feedback that students receive
from their writing teachers. Although the present study did not observe
actual teacher preparation programs, the materials that were examined
uncover a significant lack of support for teachers to assist students in the
development of their grammatical proficiency rhetorically and in the context of writing. Indeed, the most common materials merely tell teachers
what they should do (e.g., attend to grammar in later drafts), not how
they should do it. While it could be assumed that writing teachers have a
good grasp of grammatical constructs (and metalanguage), these assumptions do not consider that having a good command of grammar does not
necessarily imply having the knowledge or ability to respond to it
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rhetorically. Consequently, teachers may be focusing simply on responding to mechanical errors instead of responding to the relationship
between syntactic choices and desired meaning. This relationship needs
to be made visible through new or updated writing-teacher preparation
materials that provide examples of rhetorically rich comments to grammatical issues.
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